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INTRODUCTION 


There is a dearth of prophets in the land. The only prophets 
are the poets, and they are a Vanishing Breed. Hans Juerg- 
ensen is one of those poets, and this book is his prophecy 
and his commentary on life and death and the ugliness of 
war. Sermons is a book we all must heed, a cry that even 
the deaf must hear. 


J. Bennett, Jr. 


SERMONS 
from the 


AMMUNITION HATCH 
of the 


SHIP OF FOOLS 


© 1968 by Hans Juergensen 
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INSCRIPTION 


At times my 
veins burn in 
defiance of the 
civilized. 


Whoever has 
heard bones 
snap or voices 
twist, 


Knows 
what 

I 
mean. 
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MEMORANDUM 


Since Homer’s 
hexameters, 

which gurgled up 

the lust 

for sword ambivalence, 
torch judgments 

and hecatombs, 
nothing has 

retouched 

our greed-complexions. 








IN OUR TIME 


Were we to witness the last curtain cut 

The fifth-act irony of Everyman, 

How we should panic through the biased aisles 
Of our self-indulgence, exit-mad— 

But meet no mercy in the hollow streets! 


Without the comfort of a cigarette 
Dangling from poisoned lips, we’d after-taste 
Damnation’s sting of Satan’s syanide. 


Yet: till that gasping line, doom holds no truth. 

For, balancing the jar of this chipped peace 

On unctuous palms, we raise it chalice-like, 

Lowing conformist cattle halleluiahs; 

Chanting smug thanks—as one more saved-up night, 
Close to the mealy mouth of destiny, 

Keeps narrowing each private stretch of earth. 





XUM 


RECOIL 


They almost sold him 
Frustration 

The revivalists 

Their yoga cymbals-tinkling 
Across spoiled bellies 
Bearded to sweatered navels 
Hair like the tangle 

Of their catalogue verses 
Screeching beyond 

Their once-fire 

Too soon soporiphic 
Deep-steeped in stenching pot 


Vocabulary mass-murdered 
Skeletal like ratted wharves 
Vanity lapping 

The teetering pilings 

With brackish chants 
Threaded in spittle emotions 
Though once true bugles 
Fame-tamed now 

Posturing 

Smoke curling from nostrils 
Flimsy gray 


gray gray 





MONSOON SEASON 


Lianas slue 

Fouled chains 

Through humidity ; 
Through persistent bloom 
Steaming traps 

Where venomed ropes bite 
Less deadly than spike pits. 
Villages rot 

In alternating hands; 
Thatch derelicts 

Treachery husks 

Nightly mortar cohabitations. 


Who (what) survives? 


Parchment palms ladle rice 
Or alien rations 

With two-faced resignation; 
Innocents have only 

Their victim eyes 

To search volcano worlds. 


Thongs carve 
Surrendered wrists. 
Boots kick in loyalties. 
(The stake pins peace) 
Revenge sinks roots 
Into the years 
Encrusting arteries. 


As hope is sucked 
By reddish swamps, 
The jungle riots 

In eternal green. 
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UM 


ESCALATION 


Just before viable clauses 
celebrated their orgasm, the 
nib of my pen 

clogged up—in protest 

of experience? Yes-No. 


Answers roll clattering like 
gravel down grizzled slopes, 

dry (as aging summer 
warrants.) Soon, wisdom will 
choreograph its pendulum-dance 
to the shape and 

hue of resigned foliage, 
knowing all there existed 
between April and November. 


But that cannot assuage 

the poet in Florida 

nor the GI in 

Vietnam, both of whom 
slush waist-deep through 
the imponderables their fate 
has jungled. The clogged 
pen ejaculates no smoother 
than a jammed rifle. 


Quite possibly, our earth 
might co-habit with space, 
not missing either... 
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TO FELLOW VETERANS 


In the day’s 
Sweat-skinned blindness 
Rice-paddied death 
Gambles with the 
Demagogue’s dice. 

White phosphorus 
Star-blooms brilliant 
Consummation 
Upon those fox-holed 
Between slant-eyed slogans. 

Abstract 
(As always) 

Fatal freight rips 
Over hell’s trestles 
Through repetitious 

Non-life 
You and i shared 
In a more creditable caus“ 
And remember 
Shuddering... 

and remember. 
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TO NELLY SACHS 


what shall one say to a sister 
whose comprehensions blade-flame 
from stoic pages— 

still splitting dreams? 


what does one mail to her 
from a distant dawn 

where palm and oak 
cohabit illusions of the sun? 


... that i too escaped 

those cross-hooked standards; 
that my carbine cracked the lives 
of once countrymen? 


that in myself too 
everything congeals 


—sobs and jubilations— 
into love-inventing lines? ... 
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THE SCAR 


The clearing ahead shimmered 
In the wealth of August 

When summer hangs heaviest 
In the branches. 

The trail’s moss yielded 
Underfoot ; everywhere emerald 
With a mere edge of rose. 


This I recall seeing, 

As my older friend and I 
Walked those uneasy steps, 
Aware of being stalked. 

Boots crackled through decay 
Hardened in Prussian seasons. 
We dared not speak. 


The black tunics felt sinister: 
Their holstered purpose moved 
Sure, well trained. 

My friend and I were Jews. 


The clearing smelled 

Of mown grass, 
Acid-sweet— 

The afternoon had 
Almost stopped. 

My friend’s head inclined. 
Fate flecked his eyes. 

I meant to run. 

But we decided 

To face fear instead. 
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UM 


...a Sharpness of flame 
Spewed toward me. 

One black arm jerked back 
With the report I never heard: 
It was my friend who died. 


He lay face down. 
I waited for my moment— 
No longer quite afraid 
Or making thoughts. 
The executioner approached 
Unhurried—not unkindly— 
Weapon slack, to warn: 
“Sag nichts davon; 
Sonst weisst du, 
Was passiert.” 


They left me there. 
Proud backs and crunching heels 
Just faded in the woods... 


That’s all I can remember 
(Still alive at forty-six) ... 
It happened over thirty years 
Ago. 



















LAST GHETTO 


Your anguish is 
not as old as 
mine. 

I read 
you like a 
beginning, like 
the shedding of 
skin against 
forbidden suns 
and barricaded 
gates. 

You can 
speak more softly 
now: 

I understand 
the words. 
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STASIS 


Outlaw voice scrapes along 
sub-terra crypts. 
Very cautiously. 


The vaults, 

weighted with 

overhead destructions 

(at least seven, like Troy’s) 
reveal corruption: 

walls pocked, arches flaked. 
The mustiness of death 
smells imminent. 


Under ill breath 

it lectures courage, 

strangely hoping to be heard. 
But the bated words 

make the heart toe 

across the cracks of fear 

in rubbled passages. 


The voice, 

having too often prayed 
at grave’s end, 
whispers only to itself. 
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DE FACTO 


smoke curtains the pit. 
for the fraction of 
a startled throb 
only, i glimpse 
blackened bones, 


i knew they were there: 
jeanne d’are, 
huss, lattimer— 
courageous strangers 
who, 
even the best of 
their kind, 
had equally consigned 
my ancestors. 


but i do not turn away 
i have pity 
still, 
for i too 
know the proximity 
of flames, 
and 


under my skin 
and muscle 
hinge 
bones like 
theirs. 
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“REQUIEM FOR A COUNTRYMAN” 


a painting 


That square of death! 


... 1 have faced its black fact before, 
drilling eyes into that dullness as 

into the fulcrum of screams that knife 
the chill landscape of 

hither hell 


which flares tongue-red while it licks 
for the severed snips of print, 
moistening history with 

head-line malice below an emblem 
stockade 


... Whose wire waits, 
waits up in its corner to cage 
those that have nothing to remember 


(of whom I am not, having lived my 
collage too close to 
that square of death). 


20 





KUM 


GOLGOTHA 


The three of them hang in their own decay 
Like flayed beasts x-ed to still dying timber 
Against a black (black because of 
the red-and-white-fleshness of the judged) 

That spreads a never-night 
And never-day 
With umber rawness gleaming 
Parasite-earthiness at man unnerved 
Greenbacked obscenities through voted sacrifice 
Armpits blue wombs two 
Groins in bolsters of fortyish submission 
Legs spindly from 

fleeing 
Every archetypal law 
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PREMONITION 


(written November 19, 1963) 


You and I hear the chords 
stretched across aeolin strings. 
No finger strums them; 

the motion of the air invents 
its notes of time— 

its moods. 


We listen as if nails transfixed 

our hands; 

as if our heads were circum-thorned; 
warm blood rivuleting 

down our cheeks; 

eyes like frozen rivets; 

the groin taut— 


A turgid eeriness 

swims around us; 

we faint into its purpleness 
and awaken 

to its keening, 

drugged on excrescent fear 
while the heart keeps pumping 
yet seconds past endurance. 


You and I hope for hope. 

We are that strong... 

The chords are stronger, 

And, on the apex of one minute’s fate, 
we pass beyond 

into Uncertainties. 
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MEMENTO MORI 


Death is a greater abstraction 
than God, 
since it cannot be argued. 


Yet, we pronounce it 
with awful unction; 
move images to transcend 
the margin; 

presume a future ceasing 
not believed. 


As we read the historian who records 
that some notable “quietly passed on” 
(or not so quietly, depending on the era), 
we recall that the chronicler himself 
died barely a month ago—our eyes 
thus printing a dual fact, doubly mirrored 
in foreboding. 
And our vanity shudders. 
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ECCE HOMO 


Silence 
haunched silence 
Job 
inscrutable victor 


Done with 
cursing and mourning 

Emptied 

like a wine skin 

of his ferment 
Scratching indignities 

with an absence of mind 

worthy of a cur 


Ashes on pustulent lips 
neither trembling 
Nor sneering 
even at righteous leeches 

Only alive 

the nub of a wager 
Exhausting 

Satan and Yahveh 


Transfigured 


Icon enduring 
Haunched silence 
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“HOW SPLENDIDLY WE 
HAVE EVOLVED!” — Faust 


I 


down to the now I have shared 
the bulging pillared haloes 

only on screens. Awesome enough 
with their inside-out fission 

from Inferno’s guts. 


it must be a punctuation mark 

to some id-thrust 

in the species’ evolution 

deeply voleanic destined upward: 
a Titanic belch. 


we have bosomed it 

as the peak-heroic 

of all accomplishments. 

At last: the absolute shape 

to be xeroxed for un-consequence. 


... remaining ourselves the scraps 
of stained paste-board 

still collaged in semblances 

of before-yesterdays 

titillated at the heady conception 
that we could be 

the Apex Generation. 


II 


The golden cord held him 
It measured functions 
Spoke 

up 
Without the and 

down 

Of a million years 
There strode man 
Awkwardly still 
But bubbling with adrenalin 
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The green-blue earth 
Rotated in accustomed fashion 
Beneath such going-on 


Day came 

Day passed 

In roughly half 

Of what the centuries term hour 


Not all attempts 
Computed for completion 
Clicked to success 

Not yet! 
The booster had escaped 


Beauty had not 


The acolyte out there 

At the loose ends of sheer existence 
Enjoyed a chuckling hesitance 

In his return 


Groundlings 

(This planet’s populations) 
Watched 

And watching saw 

The orbit age 


While elsewhere 

In primeval forest holes 

And current concrete crypts 
They staged their oldest rituals 
With deadly fervor 


(if then so much 

we print in awe and terror 
proves palsied paradox-cliché 
there is no help: 


The Universe is crammed 
with repetitions) 
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WITH THE TASTE OF ASHES 


Older Than Icarus 


He liked that wild country, the sierras 
stacked in cones of emerald, 

crusted with gutted sanctuaries, 
favored still by slithering gods. 


Along the adobe valleys, 

that shimmer under the golden hub, 
he listened to Indio vespers 

and transposed the whir of 

potters wheels, wrapping himself 
in earth colored poncho-legends. 


But he should never have returned! 


Younger Than Cato 


He triggered Nemesis 
against himself 

like a Roman— 
shattering the ego-urn 

he had not modeled 

in a furrow as forsaken as 
his finite year. 


The need for death in him 
bloomed fiercer than 
future’s persuasion, 
though his face 

seemed still the 
softly-petaled screen 

of youth. 


... In images 

he had pinned cruelty, 

but could not purge it other 
than with roars of 

not forgiving... 
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BEETHOVEN 


Strangely he marches 
against the world 
world 
sliced by guillotines 
by cannons 
movement 
of falling 
of rising 
generations 
fantastic in their 
plumes 
and epaulettes 


Standing 
a Doric column 

in the surf 
he snatches at the foam 
to tame it 


His ears deny him 


He rages at all 

horizons 
in beaded terror 
with mightiness 

of brain 
with tenderness 

of heart— 


Look at his mouth 

broad like 

a barn door 
barred 


He is the blacksmith 
of Ideals 
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ALL TOGETHER 


o my typecast siblings 

our poems mesh harshly 
like chainmail stripped 
from hostages (since 
decapitated) Our breath 
whistles in the dark 

of aintitenderness War 
perpetually spills across 
glossy pages Shade drops 
from wordleaves never 
thru sun-days Lovers 
writhe on the rocks mouthing 
sins of empathy not 
paying out blood No one 
enjoys age or fingers 

youth We feel cliff- 
hangers The Bomb is 
momentarily expected with 
a deathwish infinitely 
arcane already overdue 


We’ve slipped into 

the chainmail stripped from 
parent hostages (since 
disposed of) rather more 
proudly than we 

can afford to admit Chain- 
mail to hairshirt Crusaders 
to anchorites 

‘Wicked are the living’ All 
poets must be verboten 

to sing 
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POET MISSING IN ACTION 


His nerve-ends almost break the tautened skin, 
too plainly flaring up at severed time. 
(Yet he is shy.) His hair is harrowed thin 
in bondage to the miseries of rhyme, 
Though slow of voice and hesitant in phrase, 
he exercises steeliness of will 
upon his generation’s hawkish phase 
by force of image-eerie overkill. 
And unforgettable his rituals of fear, 
acid with sweat from crumple-sheeted nights 
when the absurdities alone hang clear 
deep in the murky blood of jungle flights. 
But even he sees through myopic eye. 
His nerves, and not his words, are bound to die. 


33 








APRIL 5th, 1968 


in sudden recognition 
the nation lowered 
its proud flags 


the breast-beating 
was audible 
around the globe 


white faces grieved 
against black shoulders 
scalded with guilt 


because the courage 


of one man 
had entered peace 
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ELEGY 


. .. peace in the earth 
enveloped them 


for us the shadows of the valley 
pass on slowly 


our eyes mourn 
our flesh feels cold 
the core within us 
too is sad 


“comfort ye” 


grief must bloom 
like autumn roses 
then it will fold 


the earth 
leaves 
time 

to us 
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